ABSTRACT
Despite a wide range of existing literature concerning urban schools, teacher attrition, and
educational disparities for the underprivileged, little research has been conducted concerning
these issues in relation to commuting teachers. This study seeks to identify possible effects of
commuting teachers, particularly into urban schools, including potentially strained relationships
between teachers and students, schools, and communities, and possible linkages to high attrition
rates. An exploratory case study was performed in one school in a large western city, consisting
of qualitative interviews with ten teachers from a wide range of backgrounds. Despite a lack of
association between either variable and overall satisfaction with their work environment, the
findings demonstrate an association between teachers commuting great distances and
considerations of leaving their specific jobs. This offers insight for administrators, policymakers,
and other figures in education in that despite efforts to create positive school environments,
spatial differences may present an ongoing challenge in teacher retention.
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It is well documented that there exist serious disparities in school quality based on a wide
range of factors, including urban versus suburban schools, the socioeconomic situations of the
students they serve, available resources, and inequalities in teacher effectiveness. Many of the
causes and consequences of this educational rift have been studied, however the potential
negative effects of commuting teachers have been neglected in the existing literature. These
effects may manifest themselves in teacher relationships with their students, school, and
community, and may even either as a result of these strained relationships or simply as a result of
the commute play a role in the low performance of urban schools. Alternatively, administrators
that recruit and hire teachers that need to commute long distances to their school sites create
unstable environments wrought with high turnover rates. It is then this, the issue of high attrition,
rather than issues concerning the quality of relationships between teachers schools, the students,
and their communities, that contributes to an unstable, poor performing urban school
environment.
This paper is not going to address the issue of school performance as that is beyond my
capabilities. Rather I will examine in an exploratory manner the teachers in one urban
elementary school in a large Western city. Data were gathered through structured interviews with
ten teachers in the spring of 2013. There was a wide variety in the distance these teachers lived
from the school in which they taught; some traveled great distances, others lived in the same
neighborhood as the school. The topics discussed included the length of time of their commute to
school, where they grew up, the social distance between their places of residence and
employment, their perceptions of their work environment, their perceptions of their relationships
with their students, the school, and the community, their thoughts and interest in continuing or
leaving the teaching profession, and their thoughts and interest in staying or leaving their school.
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REVIEW OF EXISTING LITERATURE
Defining the Urban School
Geographically, urban schools are those found in central cities and are generally part of
large school districts, however their dynamics are often quite different than those in suburban
schools. In urban communities we see a very high proportion of poor and minority students, as
well as a large population of immigrants. According to Jacob (2007), 64% of students in urban
schools are minorities. Urban schools host nearly twice as many students of limited English
proficiency as suburban schools (17.3% vs. 8.2%, respectively). In fact, in New York City
schools, students speak more than 120 languages, which make for increased difficulty in
communicating with students or parents in the home language (Jacob 2007). Jacob (2007)
blames this on the shift away from desegregation bussing orders first incepted in the 1970’s, a
phenomenon that has been documented by Orfield and Eaton (1996) (cited by Schutz 2006) as
well as others. This has undermined efforts to mix student populations among schools and forced
children to attend their neighborhood schools, thereby concentrating both poverty and racial
minorities into segregated school communities (Schutz, 2006).

Teacher Relations: Students and Parents
Parents in urban schools, Schutz (2006) argues, are often subject to low expectations
from both teachers and school staff, who are resistant to parental ‘interference’ rather than open
to parental support (Cibulka, 1996 cited by Schutz, 2006). In a survey of urban high school
teachers, 64% of those surveyed blamed parents for low achievement (Thompson, Warren and
Carter, 2004, cited by Schutz, 2006). Not only is this resistance in itself difficult to overcome,
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but often parents in low-income communities are devoting much of their time to their places of
employment and so rather than fight this resistance (Boethel 2003 cited by Schutz 2006), they
remain passive in terms of their children’s education, often despite a desire to be more supportive
(Brantlinger, Majd-Jabbari, and Guskin, 1996 cited by Schutz 2006). Further distancing parents,
Schutz (2006) argues, is often a school culture that places itself at a ‘difference’ or ‘power
perspective’ which dictates behavior and communication between school staff and parents
(Boethel 2003 cited by Schutz 2006). This is perhaps a result of the lack of general symmetry
between this school culture and that of the neighborhood (Keyes & Gregg, 2001 cited by Schutz,
2006). Be that as it may, the potential ramifications of these practices can be devastating to
students. Parental involvement in any form- volunteering, presence at student programs or parent
teacher conferences, homework help, or even a simple interest in a child’s school life-has been
shown to have a strong positive association with the student’s academic performance. When
parents are met with what they perceive as prejudice, they are far less likely to take an active role
in their child’s education, as they are less keen to capitalize on a school’s resources (Lee, 2006).
Schutz (2006) accuses urban teachers of subjecting their students to low expectations, a
phenomenon often termed the ‘deficit view.’ Further, a lack of congruity between the cultures of
the school and the home places students at a disadvantage, an added challenge when they enter
an education system that places them under significantly different expectations than they may
have been accustomed to as small children (Boethel, 2003 cited by Schutz, 2006). Yet another
study (Jacob, 2007) asserts that teachers appear to be more effective with students of their own
race. This, he argued, could be due to either passive factors, such as student need for a role
model with which they are able to personally identify, or more active factors such as unfamiliar
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communication styles, or pedagogy/curriculum designs that teachers simply cannot convey to
students (Jacob, 2007).

Teacher Geography and the Urban School
Is it possible that these effects are magnified by teachers who live in communities which
are dramatically dissimilar from their students’ communities and who commute long distances to
work everyday? In his essay, Aaron Schutz (2006) paints a picture of an urban school entirely
detached from its community. He begins his argument with the claim that while urban schools
are often ‘in’ their communities, they are rarely ‘of’ their communities, referencing Keyes and
Gregg (2001). The latter also asserts that urban teachers rarely reside in their school’s
neighborhood. In a study of 75 urban schools with an average of 80% students living in poverty,
the average commute of teachers was greater than seven miles, with 8% commuting more than
20 miles, supporting Schutz’s claim that many urban teachers do not live in the neighborhoods in
which they teach (Miller et al, 2008). When the teachers and staff of a school have the financial
means to live outside of these communities, a serious potential for detachment between teachers
and the community in which they teach may be created which includes both students and their
parents (Schutz, 2006).
Teacher geography may also lead to high turnover rates which can destabilize schools.
The US Department of Education’s Center for Education Statistics reported in its 2007-2008
Schools and Staffing Survey that schools, on average, had an annual turnover rate of 22%. This
was detailed for both urban and public schools; in urban schools there was an average of 47.2%
newly hired k-12 staff, whereas in suburban schools that percentage was less than 40%. The
survey also presented the percentage of districts offering free training in response to current or
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anticipated teacher shortages. In urban schools the percentages was 42.6% whereas only 20% of
districts designated ‘suburban’ were offering training (US Dept of Education, 2009). These latter
figures demonstrate that not only are urban schools experiencing high turnover, they are
anticipating it. In the decade between 2000 and 2010, schools in the United States hired
approximately 22 million new teachers, nearly half of which were white, monolingual females
(Medina et al, 2005). According to Schutz and Jacob (2006, 2007), the schools at which those
new teachers choose to accept jobs are largely influenced by working conditions, perhaps more
so than prospective salaries. According to Medina et al (2005) teachers prefer to teach in
suburban schools, which could be related to an assertion made in a different study that teachers
often carry preconceived ideas about urban schools (Boyd et al, 2005). However, there are many
teachers who live at great distances from their places of employment but work in urban schools
either because they are genuinely interested in the specific school, there are no other options, or
because they are placed by large city school districts. These teachers may be likely candidates
for turnover.
Are these new teachers who commute long distances candidates for turnover? Given the
high attrition rates in urban schools, it seems that many teachers are unhappy with their places of
employment. Teachers with middle or higher socioeconomic backgrounds may have difficulty in
schools with higher shares of impoverished students or low achievement scores (associated with
high shares of poverty, minorities, English language learners) (Schutz, 2006; Jacob, 2007).
Students in urban schools were found by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
twice as likely to be living in poverty than their suburban counterparts (30% vs. 13% in 1990),
and far more likely to be receiving free or reduced lunch (38% vs. 16%, respectively). The
NCES study also cited high rates of students without access to health care and higher rates of
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risk-taking behavior (NCES), reflecting what Jacob (2007) deems “poor social capital.” These
points, Jacob (2007) argues, inhibit the informal connections between the adults of these
communities, which are crucial to the existence of positive role models for children. Perhaps the
added challenges posed by these cultural disparities may lead teachers to quit.
Crime rates in schools and surrounding neighborhoods may also be a factor in high
turnover rates. Krivo and Peterson (1996) describe the high crime rates in these neighborhoods,
citing economic disadvantages rather than any racial or cultural disparities between teachers and
students or parents as the underlying cause (cited by Schutz, 2006). Schutz (2006) acknowledges
that crime rates are indeed higher, but argues they are also exaggerated somewhat by the media
(Blank, 1997 cited by Schutz, 2006). Yet expenditures on school security have grown so
enormous that the system for schools in the NYC area would, in terms of spending, be the ninth
largest police department in the nation (Wacquant, 2002 cited by Schutz, 2006). These practices
may have widespread ramifications, including punitive approaches to school and classroom
management, forcing teachers to focus on minimizing violence rather than educating
(Wacquant, 2002). Crime may also contribute to turnover in urban schools especially among
young female teachers. Indeed, Jacob (2007) reports that teachers most likely to leave their jobs
at urban schools are Caucasian women.
An argument made by Jacob (2007) explaining turnover is somewhat simpler: teachers
prefer to teach near the area in which they were raised, or at least in an area demographically
similar to the one in which they grew up. If an opportunity arises to move to a school in such an
area, teachers generally take it. Being that teaching requires a college degree, and impoverished
minority students are less likely to attend college, the pool of prospective teachers for these areas
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is almost automatically limited. Still another possible argument for high attrition rates is that
perhaps most simply, in the interest of both fuel costs and time, teachers don’t want to commute.
The fact that there are many reasons for teachers to not want to work in inner city schools
yet many still do suggests that many teachers in urban schools are waiting for opportunities to
move elsewhere. As such, a high turnover rate is not surprising. Either new teachers with
middle class backgrounds take jobs in these schools with high ideals but find themselves unable
to cope with the considerable social distance between themselves and their students/parents,
crime, and commuting costs or they simply had no other option when looking for a teaching job.
Whatever the reason, high attrition rates are, understandably, a massive problem in urban
schools. With a 47% yearly turnover rate (US Dept of Ed, 2009) comes an abundance of teachers
with less experience (in 2007, 20.3% of urban teachers had less than 3 years of experience) or
with less qualifications, particularly in these urban schools(Jacob, 2007). The difficulty in
attracting and retaining quality teachers faced by the administrators of these schools becomes all
the more difficult if teachers must commute great distances to school daily (Boyd et al, 2005).

RESEARCH METHODS
Data Collection
The collection of data in this case study collected data in order to identify the potential
consequences of geographical differences between teachers and the school in which they teach,
and explore a potential connection to high attrition rates. In order to explore these connections, I
did a case study interviewing teachers in an elementary school located in an urban neighborhood
in a large western city.
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Before I could begin the research I needed to petition and secure permission from the
school district. For the district I described my plan for research, including questions and
hypotheses, my theoretical framework, proposition of how findings may improve student
achievement, as well as plans for gathering and analyzing research and logistical issues including
plans for recruitment, number of teachers to be contacted, specific schools to be contacted, and a
detail of how the study may benefit the district. After being granted permission by the school
district I attempted to find teachers to interview. I wanted to interview teachers in a Title I school
(one that serves a community of low-income students). Because almost 80% of the schools in the
district were designated Title I schools, approximately 20 administrators were contacted for this
research. I chose my case school simply because the principal was one of two that responded,
and the only one that was open to the study. Individual subjects were contacted and recruited
through a variety of channels, including fliers in mailboxes, emails, and in-person solicitation. I
contacted every teacher at this school (approximately 35) via both email and mailbox fliers,
however only ten agreed to sit down for an interview with me. All but one were women, and I
did not know any of them beforehand. I did not get feedback for why so few teachers refused to
be interviewed. Clearly I cannot make any claim that the teachers I talked to were representative
of teachers at this school. Thus my results should be taken as purely exploratory.
The interviews lasted between 20 minutes and an hour. The average interview was 30
minutes. Before the interview I gave them a consent form to sign and gave them a copy. I
recorded the information using a Sony digital voice recorder. After the interviews were complete
I transcribed the interview as soon as I could and stored the information on my personal
computer, which only I have access to. Respondents mostly seemed quite comfortable with the
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interviews, however, as expected, some seemed to be more candid with responses than others,
based simply on the length and depth of some responses in comparison to others.

Interview Questions
The questions to be asked grew from the literature review, my own prior experience in a
teacher preparation program, and my volunteer and paid experience in local classrooms and with
a number of local, informal educational non-profits. The questions addressed the following
issues: distance commuted to school, reasoning behind choice of school, relationships between
teachers and students, attitudes toward school community, and future plans. I pretested the
instrument in a field test, interviewing five teachers recruited by personal contacts in the local
teaching profession. All were from schools other than the case school.
The survey was designed to be entirely open ended in order to spur natural conversation
between the interviewer and interviewee. The initial questions used in the earliest field tests
elicited responses to logistical issues concerning geography of teacher residences both in their
past and the present, and their reasoning for choosing their site when seeking employment, as
well as current feelings about their work environment. The earliest questionnaire also considered
teacher perceptions of their relationships with their students by asking them to consider both
their commonalities with their students as well as their perceptions of their students’ views of
them. It questioned the teacher’s relationship to the community in which their school is located
by asking how often they used services offered in their community, and delved into teacher
relationships with their students’ parents by considering participation in the PTA and school
events outside of school hours. Finally, the initial questionnaire asked teachers to consider
whether they would leave their current site, and if they did what they might do next.
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After the initial field-tests the questionnaire was altered slightly to include consideration
of school site councils in addition to the PTA at the recommendation of a field test subject, as
these are important indicators when considering a teacher’s involvement outside of the
classroom. A recurring note in field tests was the presence of English Language Learners (ELLs)
and so a question was added to address relations with these students in particular. With some
confusion surrounding a generalized question about teacher relationships with parents the
question was refined to gage frequency of parent contact and teacher goals in the context of
parent relations. A final issue that arose throughout field tests was that of crime; accordingly a
question was added to gage the amount of crime/questionable behavior exhibited both within the
school and in the community surrounding the school. A consideration of the incarceration of
students’ parents was also added in order to elicit possible explanation for the existence of crime
in the school. A question added in response to a later literature review asked how often teachers
miss school. The order and wording of questions were altered slightly in response to natural
conversational flow. For example, in actual interviews I asked questions concerning teacher
perceptions of students’ views of them in general, and then considered relationships with English
Language Learners specifically, as opposed to the initially written survey, which had these
reversed (See Appendix for full set of questions).

RESULTS
Descriptive Statistics
The first set of questions posed to teachers elicited responses that allowed insight into
their geography. The first of these questions asked about the socioeconomic statuses of
neighborhoods in which they grew up. Responses were coded on a scale of 0-4. 20% of teachers
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rated their childhood neighborhood as low income (0), 10% as lower-middle income (1), 30% as
middle income (2), 30% as upper-middle income (3), and 10% as upper income (4). These
responses demonstrated that teachers participating in the interview had varied backgrounds,
some being raised in very affluent areas, others in very poor areas.
A second question concerned teacher estimates of their commutes to school. Responses
were coded on a scale of 0-3, with 0 being a 0-5 minute commute, 1 being a 6-10 minute
commute, 2 being an 11-30 minute commute, and 3 being a 30+ minute commute. Questions
were constructed this way due to the geography of the city; neighborhoods range in
socioeconomic status greatly and are dispersed unevenly throughout the city, as such one might
travel 10 minutes and be in an entirely different type of area. This is typical of western cities.
Respondents reported the following: 20% commuted less than 5 minutes, 50% commuted 11-30
minutes, and 30% commuted over 30 minutes. No one commuted between 6 and 10 minutes.
These responses suggested that most teachers (80%) live at some distance from the school, while
the other 20% did in fact live in the school’s neighborhood.
The third question asked teachers to compare and contrast the neighborhoods in which
they currently lived to the neighborhood served by the school. These questions were coded 0-3,
ranging from living in the neighborhood to living in a dissimilar neighborhood. 20% lived in the
neighborhood served by the school, 10% characterized their neighborhood as similar though not
the same, 10% as somewhat similar, and 60% claimed to live in a dissimilar neighborhood.
These data demonstrated that most teachers at the school studied lived in a neighborhood
dissimilar to that of the school (70%). Of the eight teachers that lived outside of the school
neighborhood, seven characterized their neighborhood as dissimilar, demonstrating that a
majority of teachers that commute to school commute from a neighborhood dissimilar to that of
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the school (7/8 or 87.5%). Considering all three questions, it is safe to say that study subjects
grew up in a wide variety of neighborhoods, a majority commuted significant distances to
school, and a majority currently live in areas dissimilar to the school’s neighborhood.
A fourth question asked subjects why they chose to teach at their specific school. This
was an open-ended question and as such I had to construct response categories based on their
answers. Answers fell into three distinct categories: the student population (10%), the school
itself/the school environment (30%), or placement by the school district at the site (60%). No
teacher mentioned more than one of these reasons and all responses fell into one of these
categories. This statistic was interesting, as over half of teachers did not choose their site but
rather were assigned by the school district.
A few questions were designed to elicit detailed responses on teachers’ relationships with
their students. The first asked them to describe any commonalities that they had with their
students. In the socioeconomic category, responses were coded into three categories. Responses
were polarized, with 40% characterizing themselves as having nothing in common with students
socioeconomically, 40% as having many socioeconomic commonalities with students, and 20%
falling somewhere in the middle. These results are fairly polarized and demonstrate that many
teachers to not identify socioeconomically with their students. This is not surprising, however,
given that the school is in a particularly low-income neighborhood, and a majority of teachers
grew up and now live in more affluent areas.
A similar question asked teachers to detail their perceptions of their students’ views of
them. These answers were either ambiguous or clearly positive; only one teacher disclosed that
her students held negative views of her. 50% of respondents perceived their students’ views of
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them as positive while 40% provided very ambiguous answers. This demonstrates an almost
even split of positive and ambiguous or negative views.
A consideration was made of teachers’ relationships to the community served by the
school, and responses ranged from poor to excellent (0-3). 30% of teachers reported a poor
relationship to their community, 40% reported their relationship as neutral, 10% reported a good
relationship and 20% reported an excellent relationship to the community. Again, there was a
wide distribution of responses, however there was a slight majority in the poor/neutral category
versus the good/excellent.
Finally, a few questions were posed asking teachers to consider their attitudes toward
quitting. Specifically, teachers were asked if they had general thoughts about quitting their jobs.
This was then specified, in second and third questions, to find whether subjects consider quitting
teaching or they consider leaving their specific school. The first of these questions yielded a 70%
yes response rate, indicating that the majority of all teachers surveyed do indeed think about
quitting. Answers to the second question, which sought to specify whether teachers think about
quitting teaching, demonstrated that 70% of all respondents also would not consider leaving the
teaching profession. As for the third question, which asked teachers whether they would teach at
a different school, responses were split 50% and 50%. This demonstrates that although most
teachers surveyed do think about quitting, it is not that they would leave the teaching profession.

Cross Tabulations
Data were further analyzed using IBM software the Statistical Package for the Social
Science (SPSS). Data were organized into four categories: geography, relationships with school
and community, relationships with students, and attitudes concerning quitting. The first category,
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geography, was split into three sub-categories (Childhood Experiences, Commute to School, and
Similarities/Dissimilarities between Neighborhoods of School and Teacher Residences) and
cross-tabulated with the other categories.
Due to the nature of the study, the size of the sample was limited to the number of
subjects available within the case school. Because of the extremely small sample size, the
confidentiality of subjects may be compromised if the tables of cross-tabulations were included.
As such they have not been included. They are available upon request.
Chi Square analyses were performed, but the study subjects were not drawn at random
and it is impossible to generalize to any population. Furthermore, no crosstabs were found to be
statistically significant at the conventional .05-level probably due to the extremely small sample
size. As mentioned above, this was a case study that focused on a single school and the size of
the sample was limited to the number of subjects available within the case. These statistics are
not presented below and are also available upon request.
Teachers were asked why they chose to teach at the specific site, and answers fell into
three distinct categories-they were either inspired by the unique population of students or the
school itself, or they were placed at the school. Though teacher backgrounds had no bearing on
their choice of place of employment, both the Commute to School and the
Similarities/Dissimilarities Between Neighborhoods of School and Teacher Residences
demonstrated associations. Of the six teachers placed at the school by the district (60%), all of
them commute more than 10 minutes to their place of employment, and all but one of those
subjects placed in their school characterized their home neighborhood as dissimilar to that of the
school. Conversely, no respondent commuting less than 5 minutes was placed at the school; all
had a specific reasoning for choosing their school.
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A second variable cross-tabulated against the geographical categories was teacher
satisfaction with their work environment. While again, childhood experiences bore no
association to teacher satisfaction, commuting time bore only a small association- all teachers
commuting more than 30 minutes showed satisfaction with their work environment. The crosstabulation of neighborhood comparisons and satisfaction with work environment demonstrates
that of the 7 teachers that at least somewhat enjoyed their work environment, 6 of those lived in a
dissimilar neighborhood to that served by the school. Thus it does not seem that teachers’
background, commuting distance, or home neighborhood affect their satisfaction with the
school’s work environment.
The survey also considered teacher relationships to their community. A slight association
was shown between childhood experiences and the relationship to the community: teachers who
grew up in a neighborhood that was of similar socioeconomic status to the school’s community
reported having a better relationship to the community served by the school, and those that grew
up with a higher socioeconomic background reported having less of a relationship to the
community. Also, only those living in the neighborhood with a negligible commute to the school
characterized their relationship to the community as excellent. Conversely, of those 70% of the
sample that characterized their community relationship as poor or neutral, all were commuters of
at least 11 minutes, and of those commuting greater than 30 minutes, all considered their
relationship to the community as poor or neutral.
A second category of data, the relationships between teachers and students, was
considered. A slight association was found between teachers’ childhood experiences and teacher
perceptions of socioeconomic commonalities between themselves and their students. No
association was found in tabulations between distance from school and perceived socioeconomic
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commonalities between teachers and students. A very slight association was present in the
comparison of school neighborhood and teacher residence neighborhoods and perceived
socioeconomic commonalities between teachers and students. The associations were so slight
that it seems teacher perceptions of their students’ views of them are hardly, if at all, affected by
their geography or social distance from their students.
A third category of cross-tabulations performed considered aforementioned variables of
teacher geography and attitudes concerning leaving their current jobs. The latter was split into
two subsections for the purpose of data analysis: thoughts about quitting teaching, and thoughts
about leaving their job at their school. There was no clear association between current geography
(either in time commuting or socioeconomic differences between teacher and school
neighborhoods) or childhood experiences and thoughts of quitting teaching. Looking at the
association between childhood experiences and thoughts about quitting their current job (ie
leaving the school they were currently teaching at), we see that those who were raised in
middle/upper income and upper income areas were more likely to express thoughts about
quitting their current job, while those from low income or lower/middle income areas did not.
Commuting time also appeared be associated with attitudes about quitting their current job.
Those who lived more than 30 minutes from school were more likely to express thoughts about
quitting, while those who lived within five minutes said that they did not. Finally, those who
lived in areas that were dissimilar to the school’s neighborhood were more likely to say they
would like to quit their current job, while those from areas that were similar did not.
A final set of cross tabulations was performed comparing satisfaction with work
environment to these attitudes about quitting. One would expect teachers dissatisfied with their
work environment to be more likely to quit their jobs, however teachers that did consider

!

17!

quitting, in a general sense, were well distributed across levels of job satisfaction. This
phenomenon is clearest in general thoughts of quitting, however it can be seen in responses to
more specific inquiries concerning quitting teaching and quitting the specific job. Thus it seems
that it is not dissatisfaction with the work environment that is driving teachers to consider
quitting their jobs either as teachers or at their schools.
The final tabulations are particularly interesting. While one would expect the job
satisfaction of any employee to have a bearing on their attitudes about quitting, this does not
seem to be the case with these particular subjects. While a majority (70%) of teachers
interviewed claim that they do consider quitting their profession, this has no association with
their perceptions of their work environment. The stronger associations were found between
geography and thoughts of quitting, indicating that there is a spatial component that may be an
even greater influence on a teacher’s likelihood of quitting than relations with students or even
their overall work environment.

CONCLUSION
Is it inevitable that teachers who live far from their school always leave their school as
soon as they can? Obviously, there are teachers who live far from their schools, work in their
schools until retirement, and are very effective teachers. Many of the aforementioned problems
that new teachers face have been shown to be ameliorated by effective teacher preparation
programs that include methods for personal accounts of social identities and how these might
connect to or affect curriculums and pedagogies (Medina et al, 2005). Schutz (2006) also
stresses the importance of scaffolding on the prior knowledge of students, as well as capitalizing
on community resources, thereby providing the foundation of an effective school/community
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relationship (Schutz, 2006). It is possible that with these effective pre-service teacher programs
coupled1 with active engagement of communities by the schools that they serve, there is the
successful creation of learning environments in which learning happens in a multitude of
directions (teacher-student and student-teacher). If this is so, I suspect that attrition rates in these
schools will be lowered. Also the issue could be more deeply rooted in educational policy
(lower income schools lack the financial resources present in schools serving higher income
communities), the massive bureaucracies of urban schools, and/or a combination of a whole host
of issues.
What is interesting about the case study conducted in this research is that these issues-the
issues of students, school and community-bore little association to thoughts about quitting. The
strongest associations arose from the spatial differences between the teachers and the school in
which they taught. The causes and implications are complicated. This could be simply the result
of transportation costs and loss of efficiency, as it is both expensive and time consuming to
commute long distances. Teachers, however, generally have both the desire and means to live
outside of the communities served by very low-income schools. Thus it does not seem that the
costs of commuting are prohibitive. The role that transportation costs play in teachers’ attitudes
towards quitting needs to be studied more.
These findings could be exacerbated by cycles of education as described by Boyd et al
(2005). As a statistically lower number of students from less privileged background attend
college, a lower number of these students then become teachers. Those that do, he asserts, are
often poorly educated, and return to the classrooms in which they themselves were educated,
creating a perpetual cycle of educational inequity (Boyd et al, 2005). Despite this population of
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!
!

19!

teachers, there is still a shortage and a subsequent need to import teachers from suburbs, who are
perhaps more subject to high attrition rates seen in public schools. It is very disappointing that
the issue of the commuting teacher may be nearly impossible to rectify. If administrators and
students are creating a work environment that is enjoyed by the teaching staff of the school and
high attrition is due in large part to spatial differences, intrinsic solutions may be ineffective and
extrinsic incentives, such as higher pay, may be needed to solve the problem. Obviously, the
solution to all these problems is to have fully integrated neighborhoods and suburbs, so that
economic disparities across neighborhoods did not exist. Of course this is not the reality today,
and school administrators must do the best they can in a tough environment.
Whatever the root cause of school underperformance, any light that further research may
shed on the connection between teacher geography and turnover would ideally lead to reforms
specifically aimed at successful improvement. Perhaps teacher preparation programs might be
further refined, perhaps community engagement efforts might be enriched, perhaps policies may
be shifted in order to reflect the potential added difficulties to teaching in a low income, urban
school. Whatever the specific measure, pinpointing the underlying causes might help ensure that
all students and teachers alike are placed in the best environment possible for higher achievement
and success.
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APPENDIX
I. Questions Used for Interview
a) Describe the neighborhood you grew up in.
b) How far do you travel to get to school every day?
c) In terms of: median household income, services available, racial makeup, how similar or
dissimilar would you say that your home neighborhood is to the one in which your school
is located?
d) Why did you choose to teach at this school?
1. How long have you been teaching here?
2. How do you feel about your work environment?
e) What do you have in common with your students? Would you say your cultural
background factors into this? What about your home neighborhood vs. that of the school?
1. How do you perceive your students’ views of you? Would you say that they find
you relatable?
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2. Do you have any ESL students? How are your relations with these students in
particular?
f) How would you say your relationship to this community is? Do you take advantage of
services offered in this community such as medical care, shopping, restaurants, car
services, volunteer opportunities, or places of worship? (Community=area that is served
by the school)
1. Do you or have you ever served on the school’s PTA?
2. How often are you in contact with your students’ parents? What have you
accomplished as a result of your relationships with your students’ parents? What
do you hope to accomplish in the future?
3. How often would you say you participate in school events that take place outside
of school hours?
4. What about crime? Do your students ever exhibit seriously questionable
behavior? What about neighborhood crime?
g) How often do you miss school, for whatever reason?
h) Do you ever think about quitting your job at this school?
1. If you were to quit, do you think you would look for another teaching job?
2. If you could work at another school, would you?
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